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Ward based caterer – University Hospital of Wales (Cardiff and Vale NHS Trust)

What area needs improving?

The quality of the service delivered to patients relies on effective team working between catering staff, dietitians, support workers and nursing staff.  Weaknesses and problems that occur in the serving of meals is often due to poor communication between the staff groups and a lack of clarity over roles and responsibilities.

The NHS Plan in England introduces the role of a ward housekeeper who will take responsibility for the delivery of a quality catering service on the wards that meets patients’ needs.

The University Hospital of Wales had the opportunity to review the provision of its catering service when the development of a new speciality required the space of the existing kitchen.  A strategic catering group consulted with staff and users and designed a ward based catering service supported by a central production unit.  At the time it was recognised that effective team working on the wards was an important factor in implementing the new system.

University Hospital of Wales now operates a cook-freeze system where foils are produced within the production unit on site.  These foils are issued to wards and stored in freezers.  Ward based caterers then regenerate and serve the meals.

How can this be achieved?

For each ward there is one or maybe two ward based caterers, depending on the size of the ward.  They are managed as part of the Catering Department but have a role in supporting patient nutrition.  They are part of the ward team working closely with nursing staff and building a rapport with patients.

The ward based caterer provides a service right through the day from breakfast to supper.  Their role includes:

· Identifying with nurses patients needs such as any special dietary requirements

· Preparing and regenerating food

· Serving food to the patients

· Collecting finished meals and washing up.

They are not responsible for feeding patients that need help, this is a nursing role, but they do play a part in encouraging patients to eat.

Patients are not required to order meals prior to actual meal times, although the menu is available on the ward for them to look at what will be available that day.  Each morning and afternoon the ward based caterer completes a bed plan that confirms the number of patients requiring meals and any special diets.  Patients at this time might indicate their meal preferences.

The number of meals regenerated is then based on the morning’s bed plan and historical information about past uptakes.  After regeneration the ward trolley is taken to each bay and plugged in, this enables patients to have a visual choice of the meals available and make their selection. The ward based caterer will explain the choice that is available to those patients that cannot view the meals.

Occasionally the ward based caterer may run out of one dish.  However, the system is flexible enough to cope with this, as meals are stored on the ward they can soon be regenerated.  This includes individual portion sizes of the different types of specials diets and pureed meals.

How much might it cost?

The cost of introducing this system was substantial at approximately £800,000.  Each ward needed the appropriate equipment; fridge, freezer, microwave, dishwasher and storage space for dry goods and crockery and cutlery.  However, the success of this system in terms of reduced food cost and improved quality has meant the Trust are looking to introduce it at their other sites.  The wards on these sites do not have sufficient space for a fully equipped kitchen, so deliveries will be made from a central point.  This will also help to reduce the cost of implementing the system.

What are the most factors that must be in place for success?

Training –The ward based caterers undergo a two week intensive training course at the end of which they are assessed.  Only if they pass can they then take on the responsibility for the ‘risk’ areas of serving food to patients.  A recent supporting training programme for ward based caterers has effectively managed to reduce wastage from 20% to 7.9%.  

Flexibility – By removing the need to order meals in advance patients are given choice at the point of service, including the size of portion required.  Storing meals and dry goods on the wards gives the ward based caterer the facilities to offer a flexible and responsive patient service.

How well did the trust perform on the diagnostic indicators? 

The results of the diagnostic audit show University Hospital of Wales (Cardiff and Vale NHS Trust) performance as:

· Total net cost per patient day below the median

· Patient provision costs per patient day at the lower quartile

· Wastage levels at the lower quartile

· Patient satisfaction at the upper quartile

· Monitoring checklist at the upper quartile

· Nutrition checklist above the median


